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TO R .C. DAVIS

 



who makes it all possible in this lifetime adventure







Tu lascerai ogne cosa diletta
 più caramente; e questo è quello strale
 che l’arco de lo essilio pria saetta.
 Tu proverai sì come sa di sale
 lo pane altrui, e come è duro calle
 lo scendere e ’l salir per l’altrui scale. . . .



 


You shall leave everything you love most;
 this is the arrow that the bow of exile
 shoots first. You are to know the bitter taste
 of others’ bread, how salty it is, and know
 how hard a path it is for one who goes
 ascending and descending others’ stairs. . . .

—DANTE
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A man must put his faith in his country, his
 family, and his money. The better alternative,
 when a man cannot defend any of these
 things, is to go to a safe place.

—AHMED AL-QUSY,
 IRAQI EXILE IN DAMASCUS






INTRODUCTION

It was easy to believe, as we watched U.S. President Barack Hussein Obama stride across the stage at Cairo University on June 4, 2009, that a new era was about to begin between the United States and the Middle East. The campus was a symbolic backdrop. Founded in 1908 as a secular center of learning, the university serves as an intellectual bridge between East and West. The campus had boiled with anti-American sentiment during the U.S.-led invasion of Iraq, but on this day the keen anticipation was palpable as the audience waited for an American president to give what was expected to be a historic address to the Muslim world.

The president’s name alone had resonance: Some Cairo newspapers even went so far as to suggest that he was America’s first Muslim president, in keeping with the Arab tradition that a father’s religion is conferred upon the son. Of course, in American tradition, identity is a much more fluid concept. We wear our identities lightly, easily adding or shedding to suit the circumstances. So it was that an American president with a Muslim pedigree addressed the most deeply disruptive question of identity in the region where identity colors politics most. In his message to the faithful, President Obama exhorted that “the fault lines must be closed among Muslims” and he especially noted the fault lines between Shiite and Sunni, a historic chasm, often dormant, newly pried open by the U.S.-led war in Iraq. The divide that  has seeped into the social fabric of the region is not principally about religion, but about power and the vacuum created when an American army toppled a Sunni tyrant. The immediate opportunity this offered to Iraq’s Shiite community was well understood. Ever since the failure of the George H. W. Bush administration to support the Shiite rising against Saddam in 1991, Americans had recognized the potential for an alliance with the Shiite majority against Saddam. Excluded from U.S. thinking ahead of the war in 2003 was the ripple of consequences across all Sunni communities in the Middle East that Saddam’s removal would create. That is the subject of this book.

Closing the fault lines between Shiite and Sunni must begin in Iraq, but Mr. Obama hardly mentioned the place where the Sunni-Shiite divide is the most acute. Elsewhere, the signs in the region were much more uplifting: The Lebanese dented Hezbollah’s popularity by voting for a publicly pro-American political coalition in a parliamentary election. Millions of Iranians bravely took to the streets to challenge the rigged election of a radical president. Syria celebrated the announcement of the return of an American ambassador after a four-year hiatus, a concrete sign that America was offering an open hand to adversaries. But the Iraqis were not yet part of the recovery. Despite an overall reduction in violence in Iraq, one statistic remains troubling and has barely changed. As of 2009, of the two million Iraqis who fled the country, only about 5 percent have returned. The fundamental problems that fueled the insurgency and the civil war are unresolved, as the exiles know all too well.

An estimated 60 percent of the refugees are Sunni Arabs. Fifteen percent are Iraqi Christians. Secular Shiites, Mandaeans, Yazidis, and Kurds are adrift, too, the losers in a brutal civil war that sealed the power of Shiite nationalists. Yet the sectarian nature of the crisis has been largely overlooked. This shifting population is a huge loss to Iraq, a vast problem to neighboring governments, a collective tragedy for many caught up in it, and a significant indicator of the health, stability,  and viability of Iraq and the Middle East. The newly stateless have become the most important indicator of the next phase of the region’s history. In their individual stories are found the religious, tribal, and sectarian challenges and conflicts that must somehow be settled for the violence to end.

While five million Iraqis had left or been driven out of Iraq during Saddam’s three decades in power, theirs was a slow-motion outflow of political dissidents. With the U.S. occupation, the collapse of the Iraqi state, and the violent power struggle that followed, almost as many millions were displaced in under five years, across borders and inside the country. The migration began as a trickle in 2004, when the driving force was criminal kidnapping gangs and Sunni insurgent attacks. The movement accelerated in 2006 with Al Qaeda’s bombing of the Golden Dome mosque in Samarra, Iraq—an attack on a revered Shiite religious site that unleashed a wave of Shiite revenge attacks against Sunnis across the country. Displacements rose again through 2007 in a final spasm of sectarian cleansing even as 30,000 additional U.S. troops were deployed in Iraq.

The only way to explain the calamity was in the daily details, the particular threats that propelled the politics of displacement and made the bigger picture understandable. I began a journey to document the mass departure, traveling to Damascus, Amman, and Beirut to interview the growing exile population.

There are no camps of any kind in this latest wave of the dispossessed. The largest numbers quietly settled in the poor suburbs surrounding Arab capitals. I had seen them at the Baghdad airport in tearful good-bye embraces, well-dressed families struggling with luggage that was now the sum of their lives. Others drove west out of the capital along the desert road, the five hundred heartbreaking miles to Jordan’s border. When Jordan sealed the border against the human tide, the exodus turned north for the fourteen-hour drive to Syria. The Iraqi exiles brought money or gold, or relied on extended families  to support what many believed would be a short stay until the storms of violence passed at home. They waited long past the time when the money ran out.

It was an exodus of the professional class—doctors, scientists, poets, professors, actors, even artisans, all of whom were the best hope to remake Iraq into the democratic and prosperous symbol of America’s most ambitious early dream. An unprecedented brain drain in the oil industry created an expertise deficit when more than half of the top one hundred managers fled. Iraqi government ministers began to complain of a shortage of workers able to write contracts. Scientists left the country, preferring unemployment in exile over joblessness and fear at home. The exodus continued down through the ranks of the middle class, including the workers in the vast government bureaucracy. By 2007, the overwhelming majority of exiles, more than 70 percent, were professionals and technocrats from Baghdad. Their departure crippled the government back home.
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“ To be honest with you, I didn’t want to be a body in a plastic bag. I preferred to stay alive,” explained Mohammed Yahya, an English-speaking college-educated veterinarian who had been grateful for a job with a U.S. contractor in 2003. He had worked inside Baghdad’s “Green Zone” in Iraq’s Finance Ministry for eighteen months. But when some of his Iraqi colleagues were threatened, then killed, he decided that translating for a British news organization was a far safer occupation. By the summer of 2007, after another series of threats, Mohammed Yahya was certain he had to leave the country to survive.

Nezar Hussein, a twenty-seven-year-old filmmaker, stayed in Baghdad longer than most of his friends but as the U.S. surge of troops in Baghdad reached full strength he crossed the Syrian border, finally driven out by the furious battles in his neighborhood, the Karada district in central Baghdad. Before his departure, he posted on the Internet  his fearful account of how, for his own survival, he was finally forced to carry a weapon:
It’s three o’clock in the morning and the sound of mortars and Katyusha rockets are my soundtrack. All I know for a fact is that gunmen are touring the city, killing without mercy. I am writing now with a loaded Russian-made rifle next to me. There are lots of bullets waiting in my camera case; I hope they stay waiting. It is chaos out there; many killings—too many. The dead are numerous, and the living are just waiting their turn. It is a cinematic scene, and everyone is waiting for a role.





Forced into exile, Nezar Hussein was not comfortable in the role of refugee. He refused to sign up at the United Nations office in Damascus. His plan was to return, eventually.

Approximately one in six Iraqis had become a refugee or was displaced. The equivalent number in terms of the American population would be fifty million men, women, and children.

Their absence was remaking Iraq and was shifting the politics of the countries to which they had relocated. To understand why they left and why they had been targeted, I believed, would lead to an understanding of what it would take to get them to go back. In relative safety—in cafés, on thin mats in bare rented rooms, and in nightclubs—I listened to accounts of what had happened to them. I collected hundreds of stories. Nearly everyone had an account of kidnapping, torture, extortion, rape, and death threats that had forced them to run for their lives. An Iraqi blogger captured the pain of departure when he wrote, “So here is why I left Iraq: For no crime at all but being a Sunni. . . . One of my friends keeps berating me about how I should love this country, the land of my ancestors where I was born and raised; how I should be grateful and return to the place that gave me everything. I always tell him the same thing. Iraq as you and I once knew it is lost. What is left of it, I don’t want.”

One question this book asks is whether there is any prospect that “restoration” is possible or even desired by the government in Baghdad. As the exiles look for a sign of government concern for their plight, they were not reassured by the record at the Ministry of Displacement. In the summer of 2009, the Ministry, underfunded and understaffed, exhausted the budget for resettling the internally displaced. The government program, as well as large scale exile returns, was on hold.

The refugees raise fundamental questions about Iraq’s identity. The return of the exiles, then, is more than a symbolic act of reconciliation: It would represent a fundamental decision about Iraq’s regional identity. If the exiles return and flourish, then a broadly secular, modern nation could reassert itself in place of warring sectarian factionalism. For this to happen, the Sunni eclipse would have to be reconciled.

In the meantime, Iraq’s poorest neighbors are bearing the legacy of a war they opposed. While Syrian officials cannot calculate the exact number of Iraqi refugees crowding schools and hospitals and straining the social structure of the country, government departments have estimated an additional cost of a billion dollars a year to support Iraq’s exile population. By crossing the Syrian border, Iraqis had left the hell of their old lives, but they soon discovered a different kind of hell. At the border, officials stamped Syrian policy into Iraqi passports in Arabic and English: “Employment Prohibited.” Even if legal work were permitted, there were few job opportunities; unemployment in Syria was over 25 percent.

Jordanians resented the influx and blamed the new arrivals for rising prices, overcrowded schools, and an inflated housing market. Affordable apartments, a marriage prerequisite for young Arabs, disappeared from the market for Jordan’s middle class. In the summertime, tap water dries up in a country with barely enough of this vital resource for the Jordanian population.

Jordan had been the traditional haven for Iraqis during Saddam’s long rule. During the 1991 Gulf war, more than one million refugees crossed Jordan’s border. That exodus included Egyptian workers,  Palestinians, and the survivors of an uprising when Iraqis responded to the American president’s call to rise up against Saddam and the Republican Guards—a force the U.S. military left intact when it withdrew from Iraq. The Republican Guards slaughtered the rebels and drove out the surviving dissidents.

Jordanians loved Saddam. So Iraqi refugees made sure they remained practically unnoticed. Saddam came out on top of opinion polls even after he was dead, consistently beating out Osama bin Laden for the top spot. Jordan was a predominantly Sunni country and Saddam had been good to Jordan, buying favorable coverage by showering local journalists with cash and cars. In the 1990s, Saddam pumped free oil into Jordan’s economy, which softened the burden of the exile population of the time. But Saddam was gone and Jordan had empty pockets for the new wave of mostly Sunni refugees fleeing from a neighboring state that for the first time in history was dominated by Iraq’s Arab Shiites.

This new exodus was not the narrative that the Bush administration wanted to project, or acknowledge, and remained invisible for much of the world. The U.S. security plan known as the surge was an American success story, but it was a sideshow for those forced out of homes and neighborhoods in a power struggle that used displacement and exile as a weapon. More Iraqis left the country in 2007 than in 2006, the year that the surge got under way. The International Organization for Migration, a UN-affiliated agency on the ground in Iraq, was tracking widespread displacements in 2007; the movement inside the country had increased by a factor of 20. Thirty thousand additional U.S. troops, spread out across Baghdad, brought no return of the exiles. Political reconciliation at the highest levels of the Iraqi government was at a standstill; on the ground the Sunni-Shiite divide was still steeped in blood.

The only Iraqis who regularly went back home were the fighters—those who had joined the Sunni insurgency or the Shiite militias. They freely crossed borders for rest and recuperation. I encountered some  of them in Damascus—hard, suspicious men who defined themselves as nationalists or Islamists or both. Practical men, they also wanted to resettle wives and children to a safe place with a dependable school year. I met two Iraqi men in Damascus, a farmer who owned a large tract of land on the outskirts of Baghdad and a former government engineer with the Ministry of Industry. They were longtime friends and had joined a Sunni resistance group as the American tanks sped toward Baghdad in 2003. They were in Syria for a few weeks of vacation.

“ We came here to get away from the pressure,” the engineer told me, and he would soon go home to rejoin the fight.

Damascus was a haven for Shiite militants, too. Muqtada al-Sadr, the radical Shiite cleric who headed the largest militia in Iraq, had opened a branch office in Damascus so the city was often full of visiting Shiite militia men who had the cash for a few weeks of vacation in the summer. Damascus had much to offer for battle-weary young militants with free time. They arrived on the same big silver buses that dropped exhausted Iraqi passengers with overstuffed cloth suitcases into the Damascus suburbs. The permanent exiles feared these young men who had roundtrip plans, light luggage, and a self-certainty that set them apart.

There are so many Iraqis in outlying neighborhoods of the Syrian capital that some sections of the city were indistinguishable from neighborhoods in Baghdad. The southern edge of Damascus became known as “Little Baghdad.” Here groups of men gathered in one-room makeshift restaurants eating from plates piled high with lamb and rice. The names of the establishments paid tribute to a life left behind. One sign read “Fallujah” for the Sunni city of Western Iraq, but also for a city known to produce the best lamb kabob in the old Iraq. The cooks prepared food in the Iraqi tradition, adding extra lumps of white glistening fat to hunks of meat before shoveling the concoctions into a clay oven. The patrons talked in low voices, but the harsh Arabic accent spoken here was unmistakably Iraqi.
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Farther south of Damascus another Iraqi neighborhood had sprung up around the shrine of Saida Zeinab, the granddaughter of the Prophet Muhammad. Fourteen hundred years ago, Zeinab’s brother Imam Hussein was killed in Karbala, in what is now southern Iraq, by a murderous army sent by the powerful caliph in Damascus. The battle and Hussein’s martyrdom mark the historic Sunni-Shiite rift and form the narrative of betrayal, guilt, and loss that is the bedrock of Shiite religious traditions. The shrine of Saida Zeinab has been a destination for Shiite religious pilgrimages for centuries.

Inside the shrine, a vast carpeted room punctuated by marble columns, is the place where Saida Zeinab is buried. A large ornate silver box is believed to hold her remains. When I visited, Shiite pilgrims quietly prayed alone and in groups, or sat for hours in the cool carpeted room. Women took turns approaching the silver box, weeping. In sing-song rhythms, they chanted the mourning prayers for Zeinab’s suffering and their own.

For years, the religious tourist traffic had come primarily from Iran’s Shiites, but now Iraqi Shiites dominated the religious processions and commemorations in the neighborhood surrounding the shrine. On the streets outside, buses had the distinctive red license plates from Iraq. In the shops lining the entrance to the shrine, Iraqi flags were on sale and young Iraqi boys begged for spare change.

Many of the older exiles lacked survival skills. They had been teachers and government bureaucrats in Baghdad. Educated people, they did not know how to plaster a wall or have the stamina for a twelve-hour day in a factory. Children had a better chance of work in the grey economy, skipping school to sell phone cards or to tend the narguila, the tobacco-filled water pipes in street restaurants.

Generally, however, families with children had a particularly difficult time: They needed bigger and more expensive apartment space. Then  there was the question of schooling. Entrance into Syria’s education system required enormous patience. Permissions were needed from at least three ministries, which could take days of waiting in line to get the proper authorization. Enrolling a child in the Syrian system incurred additional costs in school uniforms and books. But enrollment could be derailed if the family had neglected to include school records when packing up for a panicked flight out of the country. Most Iraqis carried their past lives in plastic bags—house deeds, school records, employment recommendations, birth certificates, photographs.

Life was hard for almost every exile in Damascus, but single women with children had the toughest time. Um Nour, a single mother, left after her husband abandoned her and the Shiite militia that controlled her neighborhood doused her with acid. A Sunni, with a Shiite husband, she was a target for sectarian cleansing. Mixed marriages—between Shiites and Sunnis—were not uncommon in the urban-educated population in Baghdad during Saddam’s time. In fact, the label mixed marriage came to be used only after 2003, when Iraqis adopted more sectarian identities—a process that often tore families apart. The new rules of the sectarian divide were hardest for women. The norms of traditional culture unraveled as wives and widows of mixed marriages were rejected by their own families and their in-laws for marrying outside their sect. Abandoned, severed from social systems, these women were left to fend for themselves with young children to care for.

When Um Nour first arrived in Damascus with her two children, she quickly found a job at a beauty salon working with Iraqi hairdressers who had set up shop for the exile population. The beauty salon was a front for prostitution. Sex work was a desperate solution for women who had nothing else to sell. The social judgments of Baghdad were easily abandoned in the anonymity and poverty of Damascus. When she first arrived, solicitations for sex were often crudely conducted on the streets. The business quickly moved to late-night clubs.

Um Nour’s own daughter was still in school, a luxury based on her mother’s earning. “My daughter, I do not let her mix with the clients. I tell her this business is bad. She doesn’t know that I work at the nightclubs.”

On the way out of the apartment I noticed a small picture of Saddam Hussein under the television set. He was smiling. It was the only photograph Um Nour had brought with her from Iraq.

Many Iraqi exiles were too traumatized to go home. A safe but airless apartment in Damascus was the preferred place to erase the memory of a terrorizing ordeal that had revealed the darkest side of human nature. Others, who arrived less damaged, but still desperate, had made decisions in Damascus that would forever taint their lives and make it impossible to go back.

As for the rest, there were too many reasons not to return. Sunnis, in contact with relatives back home, deeply insecure and largely excluded from power at every level, waited for the Shiite-dominated government to show signs of political reconciliation. Iraqis who had worked for the Americans waited for the death lists to disappear. Secular exiles waited for assurances that the country would not become an Islamic state. Couples in mixed marriages waited, too, until it was safe to be a Sunni married to a Shiite. Christians, Mandeans, and Yazidis—Iraqi’s non-Muslim minorities—believed Iraq’s extreme religious leaders wanted to cleanse the country of non-Muslims. They all believed that Iraq had been transformed into a country they no longer recognized. They waited to see if their Iraq would indeed be restored, or if it had been erased.

Little of this found its way into President Obama’s speech at Cairo University. It is a narrative missing in the American discussion about Iraq. Instead we told ourselves a different story: Iraq was a mess on the verge of collapse and America was losing the war when a brilliant general stepped in at the last minute and deployed American troops and matériel to sort out the problem in the can-do American way. The story had a nicely macho name: the surge. In our enthusiasm for this  version of events and by mistakenly making the story about us and not Iraq we have overlooked the fact that there was a surge in the other direction—out of Iraq. For Iraqis the “surge” story was one of departure, not only of the arrival of additional U.S. troops. This is the story we have not dealt with.

In 2009, for the first time since the war began, an American administration acknowledged the refugee crisis. When President Barack Obama announced a timetable for U.S. withdrawal from Iraq he described the refugees as “a challenge to the stability of the region.” He evoked images of the restive Palestinians and Afghans who had produced a vengeful and angry generation in other refugee camps that have roiled the region to this day. Iraq’s refugees are a problem, but they are also a resource, an educated middle class yearning for an Iraq that values their skills and offers a future for their children. Without a solution, Iraq will remain unstable and the Obama administration won’t be able responsibly to extract U.S. troops from the region.

The journey undertaken for this book has been to a virtual Iraq, one that exists beyond its borders, in refugee communities across the region. Iraqis are tied to their homeland through technology that Saddam denied them and the U.S. invasion made possible. There is no model for this middle-class exodus in the Arab world. In chat rooms and on cellphones, web cameras, and blogs, a larger Iraq exists. The community of exiles is in daily contact waiting for word from home that it is time to come back. The rest of the region is waiting, too.






CHAPTER ONE

SELLING THE COUNTRY

Damascus is a city filled with a longing for its past greatness. Poets have called Damascus the “Paradise of the Orient,” the “Bride of All Cities.” In the seventh and eighth centuries, the city was the capital of the Umayyad empire, the Islamic caliphate that eventually stretched from Spain to India. According to Christian myth, Damascus was the original Garden of Eden; according to Islamic history, the place where Cain murdered Abel. Damascus has claims on being the oldest continuously inhabited city on Earth, a status Mark Twain acknowledged in his book Innocents Abroad, written after he visited the city in the 1860s: “No recorded event has occurred in the world but Damascus was in existence to receive news of it. Go back as far as you will into the vague past, there was always a Damascus. She has looked upon the dry bones of a thousand empires and will see the tombs of a thousand before she dies.” A war and an exodus of refugees were another chapter in the city’s long history.

Modern Damascus, which sprawls across a plain at the foot of Mount Qassioun, is now a shabbier paradise despite its wide French-designed boulevards and tree-lined avenues. Culturally, Damascus is a secular and tolerant city. Friday prayers are packed, but so are Damascus nightclubs. On weekends, Damascenes crowd the streets in the latest Western fashions, with an even mix of men and women. I would pack my long black abaya and head scarf out of habit from years of traveling in the region, but never needed them in Syria.

Syria is the only remaining Baathist regime in the world. There was some irony in the fact that so many Iraqis, who had lived for decades under the oppressive regime of Saddam and his Baath party, subsequently sought shelter in Syria, where the borders were open and no one was forced into a refugee camp. However, Arab countries, including Syria, did not officially recognize Iraqis as refugees. Damascus was not a signatory to the 1951 Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees. In Arab capitals, the exiles were referred to as “guests” or “visitors,” with the same rights as any tourist. Iraqis were free to find accommodations they could afford, which often meant a place in one of the poor suburbs surrounding the capital. The family networks, so important in Middle East culture, were reconstituted in exile—as were the structures of a society that had been forced out of Baghdad.

Early in the spring of 2007, I joined a group of Iraqi actors in a rented ballroom in Damascus. The large room was luxurious, chosen as an example of excessive wealth. The gaudy interior was an imitation of Saddam Hussein’s decorating style—too much was never enough, an approach also adopted by the new leaders of Iraq. The crystal chandeliers, ornate oversized mirrors, red-velvet wallpaper, and silk-covered chairs were a stark contrast to the abject living conditions of many of the actors in this room. They were refugees. Exiles. Homeless. But on this night, at least, they were re-creating a lost world.

I had come to watch the making of Selling the Country, a thirty-part comedy series, a broad and darkly satirical critique of the new Iraqi  government, which was scheduled for broadcast during Ramadan later in the year. The holy month is a time when Muslims fast during the daylight hours and gather at dusk with family and friends to feast. In modern times, Ramadan is also a period in which to watch postprandial hours of television, prime-time viewing across the Muslim world. This was especially so for the intended audience in Iraq, where constant curfews and nighttime violence had kept the population at home after dark in the fall of 2007. Popular Ramadan television fare tended to be broad family dramas, little more than easily digestible soap operas. In the Arab world, theater was more often the protest medium, tolerated by autocrats because the message reached only an intimate, elite audience. But private satellite-television stations, unfiltered by state censorship, were changing the rules of the game. Subversive political theater could reach past an elite audience to the masses and, therefore, a work of art could be dangerous.

The rehearsals in Damascus began at midnight so as not to disturb the late-dinner crowd of Syrian patrons at the restaurant next door. The rate to rent a ballroom was also cheaper late at night, and the hour was in keeping with the routines of the participants. The actors, producers, writers, makeup artists, dancers, and television technicians were all Iraqi refugees whose late-night lifestyle might be explained by the fact that when there is nothing to get up for, there is no hurry to get to bed.

The actors were some of Iraq’s most famous faces, driven out of Baghdad because their profession had been considered anti-Islamic by extremists. Their flight was another sign of Iraq’s tragedy, a cultural legacy lost. Crass, loud, and quick to laugh, they were the artistic elites of the exile community.

At the time of the American invasion, more than two dozen stages operated in Baghdad alone. Iraqi theater had developed into a cultural institution during Saddam’s rule. Iraqi theater had built its reputation on comedies, but with the end of Saddam, plays had taken on a much  darker edge. In “liberated” Iraq there were new freedoms to write, to act, to perform, to sing—but there was danger in these freedoms. Among other risks, they could trigger a death sentence from religious militants.

All of the actors in Selling the Country had long careers in Iraqi theater and television. Rasim al-Jumaily, sixty-nine, was the oldest in the troupe. A bald and portly man, he wore a crisp white military uniform the size of a tent, with a chest full of red battle ribbons. He was a natural comedian, with a wide jowly grin, stubby mustache, and wispy patches of white hair. Zuhair Rasheed, a character actor, was also instantly familiar to Iraqi audiences. He had played a six-foot-tall drag queen in a comedy show that was broadcast on Iraqi television soon after the U.S. occupation.

Mace Gomar, Iraq’s professional “sexpot,” a bottle blond with heavy eye makeup, was the only woman in a leading role. Well known for her work in television commercials, she wore a short, tight white uniform with black knee-high leather boots. She was the picture of a dominatrix; her exaggerated buxom figure was an ideal for a culture that had a love affair with eating.

I had met Mace a year earlier backstage at another production in Damascus appropriately titled Homesick. She appeared in the opening scene that featured a very small actor who had lost his pants and paraded on stage in red underwear and sneakers. The Iraqi audience returned night after night to pack the house. I could hear the sniffles around me as the audience—homesick themselves—wept in the dark. They had come to laugh, but always cried during the final scenes, because the play ends when everyone finally returns to Baghdad.

The mood in the exile community had grown more anxious and angry since then. Iraqis described themselves as being caught between three fires. They could no longer afford to stay in Damascus, it was still too dangerous to go home, and no other country wanted them.  Selling the Country reflected the darker mood.

Iraqi law prohibited the broadcast of sarcastic images of government officials, a policy borrowed from Saddam’s rules. But the media landscape and technology had changed since Saddam’s time. Within the first year of the U.S. occupation almost every Iraqi house sprouted a satellite dish on the roof and the new Iraqi government could not control what citizens watched, especially the satellite programs originating from outside the country.


Selling the Country was sponsored by the satellite channel Al Sharqiya, headquartered in Dubai, which challenged Iraq’s government-controlled television for viewers inside and outside the country. The station’s owner, Saad Bazzaz, had learned the television business under Saddam Hussein. Bazzaz headed Iraq’s state-controlled radio and television, but he broke with Saddam in 1992 and left the country. He was back soon after the Americans arrived to open Al Sharqiya TV, Iraq’s first privately owned satellite channel. But Al Sharqiya earned a reputation among Shiite government officials as a “Sunni” channel because of its political content and Saudi investors. On the day Saddam was executed, Al Sharqiya’s news presenters wore funereal black. The government banned the channel and closed its offices. But it is hard to exile satellite television stations. Bazzaz simply moved his operation to Dubai and continued to compete for the loyalty of Iraqi audiences. Often Al Sharqiya won the contest with witty comedies, contests, and reality shows. More important, Al Sharqiya offered a vision of Iraqi nationalism, an Iraqi identity that was more inclusive than the ultra-sectarian identity promoted by the politicians in Baghdad.

More than one hundred people had gathered in the Damascus ballroom, the actors happy to be together and working again. For some, it was their first paying job since fleeing their homeland. Some had brought family along and the ballroom had the feel of a class reunion. Ahmed Shukary al-Akeedy, a robust man with a taste for leather jackets and gold chains, was the executive producer. He was in his mid-forties, handsome in a soft way, with a chubby face and dark circles  under his eyes. Akeedy had been involved in the theater since his early teens, interrupted only by mandatory military service. His father and his uncle had been pioneers of television drama in the 1950s, the pre-Saddam golden era, and had mentored many of Iraq’s leading actors in programs at Baghdad’s Fine Arts Academy.

As we waited for the production to begin, Akeedy told me that he had been on stage on March 20, 2003, the first night of the U.S. invasion. For Akeedy, the end of life as he knew it came when a security guard walked up on stage in Baghdad and announced, “The war has started.” The guard then dismissed the audience and escorted the actors off the stage and into the unknown.

“We were saying good-bye. We didn’t see the theater again. It was inside the Green Zone. I left my jacket there; it was like refusing to say the war had started. We were all crying.” His eyes welled up as he remembered the abrupt departure. Akeedy’s face, round and melancholy, lightened again when he explained the plot of the new production that savaged the shortcomings of the U.S.-backed government in Baghdad.

The series would take to task the Maliki government. The plot focused on government ministers who knew nothing about politics and everything about corruption. Episodes filled with clever ridicule were the first time Iraqi refugees had launched a broad critique of the government, and they gave voice to the frustrations of the exiles as well as many inside Iraq. The program had additional longevity in replays on You Tube. “Because of this government, I lost my brother,” Akeedy said. Akeedy described his brother as a former member of Saddam’s Baath party, a gentle man in Akeedy’s memory, who had become a pharmacist after he left the army in the 1990s. But in the eyes of the Shiite sectarian militias in Iraq, there was no such thing as an ex-Baathist. Many were systematically hunted down and killed in revenge attacks that began in the months following the U.S. invasion. Some of the death squads came from Tehran. Other homegrown militias  targeted former government officials, Baathist officials, and Sunni Muslims. Akeedy’s brother had been on somebody’s list.

Even after the death of his brother, Akeedy had not been ready to quit the new Iraq. The National Theater in Baghdad had reopened within weeks of the arrival of U.S. troops, although performances were restricted to occasional matinees because of the nighttime curfews. In 2004, Akeedy went to a meeting of actors at a Baghdad theater. “A man from the government arrived in a turban,” Akeedy said with obvious disgust that a religious official was taking charge at the Ministry of Culture. “He said to us, ‘I know you are from this sneaky, dirty place, but I welcome you.’” Even Saddam had showed more tolerance to the theater. Akeedy placed his hope in the elections promised for 2005. But at the same time he believed that the definitions of a new Iraq were being drawn. Iraq was transforming into a militantly sectarian religious country that would have no room for the secular artistic community that had defined his life. He finally fled to Damascus a year later, packing up his wife and three children.

By the spring of 2007, Akeedy and this troop of actors were ready to turn Iraq’s tragedy into farce in the ballroom in Damascus. The scalding criticism was direct. The exodus out of Iraq was a scene played to great, and dark, comic effect: The sixty-nine-year-old actor Rasim al-Jumaily, in his white military uniform, deftly danced toward a long food-laden feast table. Half-dressed dark-haired women surrounded him as he picked from the plates of the sumptuous meal in a palace ballroom. Muscular soldiers meant to look like Americans in desert camouflage stood guard over Jumaily, who portrayed Iraq’s new leader.

Jumaily smiled and waved from his palace chair. He cradled a large bottle of Johnny Walker whisky and grinned with pleasure. He sipped the expensive liquid from a crystal glass, toasting the air, while an old woman in a head scarf brought before him was dragged away by two “American soldiers.”

The images accompanying the final stanzas of the theme song showed crowds of Iraqis running toward open-backed trucks. Men, women, and children jumped on board, waving white flags as the vehicles stirred up the dust departing into the desert, a comic symbol of the tragic mass exodus of Iraqis heading toward the border. The music changed to a familiar, ironic theme, an adult male chorus singing the opening refrain of the Arabic version of Sesame Street.

When Selling the Country was broadcast in September 2007, it was an instant hit inside Iraq and within the Iraqi exile community across the region, especially among the Sunnis. Wherever I went to interview Iraqi refugees, the television often was tuned to Al Sharqiya for another episode. The program broke old taboos because nothing was off-limits. In one episode, “Unlimited Stealing,” the prime minister, concerned because of reports that his ministers were stealing money intended for development projects, decided to dedicate a new project himself. When he arrived at the building site there was no actual building, only a ceremonial band and the red tape to cut.

In another episode titled “Electricity,” a reporter from the fictional “Electricity Television Channel” was arrested for asking why Iraqis must wait ten years for dependable power. The plot involved a failed plan by the government to build the largest generator in the world to run on bottled water rather than diesel fuel (easily available in oil-rich Iraq). It was like Seinfeld with a hard-core political message.

Iraqis knew firsthand about the failures of the new government. They lived with the consequences every day. The broadcast captured Iraq’s attention because the scripts were laden with inside jokes and visual humor that came from an awareness of the daily depredations in Iraq, a deep knowledge of Iraqi culture and traditions, and a total disrespect for the new powers in Baghdad.

The reaction at the highest levels of government to the irreverence of Selling the Country could have been foretold. The cast would all get  a hard lesson that criticism in the new Iraq would be tolerated no more than it had been in the old one.

The actors should have paid attention to the experience of Saad Khalifa, another Iraqi actor in Damascus who had performed in an earlier provocative political comedy broadcast into Iraq. Khalifa lived in a basement apartment in Yarmouk, a district of concrete homes, narrow streets, and cheap rents. He knew about the cost of dissent even from the safe haven of his small Damascus apartment.

The front room of Khalifa’s house was the only one with any furniture. The others, visible from my perch on the flowered couch, were bare except for sleeping mats on the floor. Khalifa was well known inside and outside Iraq; his big face with the shadow of a graying beard was topped by a mop of curly salt-and-pepper hair. His large feet, in plastic flip flops, dangled from the overstuffed chair. Less than five feet tall, Khalifa was famously short. In person, his smallness, used as a comic trait on stage, leant him an air of sadness and vulnerability.

He had been the star of one of the most popular programs on Al Sharqiya. The title of the program, he told me, was the inoffensive Arabic label Al Hukumat, which means “The Government.” But in a sly send-up that is possible in Arabic when the emphasis on the syllables is changed slightly, the title becomes Hurry Up, He’s Dead, a play on words that reflected the conceit of the show that the central character is the last Iraqi left alive. The real death threats appeared as text messages on his cellphone a few weeks after the program aired.

“I don’t know how long these threats last,” said Khalifa, lighting another Gauloise cigarette as he recounted his fear in those first few days after the program aired. “It was officials in the government. The messages said, in a threatening way, why are you talking about the Iraqi government like this? Don’t come back to Iraq!”

It was clear that whoever was delivering the threats knew how to track him down, even in exile. Khalifa’s sense of safety was shattered:  “A singer, an old friend, who was close to the government, he also sent me a text message, ‘Don’t come back to Iraq!’” The messages were upsetting in themselves but raised a more troubling question: Was he safe even in Syria?

Khalifa served strong sugary tea in small glass cups. I noticed that his tracksuit pants had been crudely hand-stitched to mend the holes. Khalifa told me that his wife and son had left him and returned to Iraq, worn out by the uncertainty of the death threats and a life in exile.
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